Unlike many American males, I always admired writers as much as I admired athletes. I loved books and the people who wrote books. John Steinbeck was one of my earliest heroes because he wrote about the poor. Stephen King became a hero because he wrote so well of misfit kids, the nerds and geeks. Growing up on my reservation, I was a poor geek, so I had obvious reasons to love Steinbeck and King. I still love their novels, but I have no idea if they were/are spiritual, compassionate, and gracious men. There is so much spirit, compassion, and grace in their work, I want to assume that Steinbeck and King were/are good people. I would be terribly disappointed to find out otherwise. . . .
Most of my heroes are just decent people. Decency is rare and underrated. I think my writing is somehow just about decency. Still, if I was keeping score, and I like to keep score, I would say the villains in the world are way ahead of the heroes. I hope my writing can help even the score."
The Work
From the opening story and its description of the emotional storms that wrack the reservation-brothers fighting, memories of hunger and humiliation, the smell of "Alcohol and sweat. Cigarettes and failure"-to the book's final image of a father crying into this food, The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven offers a darkly humorous and unflinching look at life on the Spokane Indian Reservation. Alexie shows us both the material circumstances of that life, the historical plight that placed the Indians there, and the emotional consequences of a people cut off from their traditions in a modern world in which it is nearly impossible to assimilate. Characters recur throughout the storiesVictor, Junior, Thomas Builds-the-Fire, Lester FallsApart, and others-though it is not always clear who is narrating a story. Alexie has said, however, that all the characters represent parts of himself, so the collection can be read as a kind of oblique autobiography. But if this is autobiography it is not of the narcissistic variety now so popular. The stories that make up The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven and the stories told within it, function not merely to record personal experience but to transmit and preserve the experience of a community-a tribe-and the individual's life within that tribe. "Whatever happened to the tribal ties, the sense of community?" Victor asks in "This Is What It Means to Say Phoenix, Arizona." And insofar as such ties can be sustained-in a world where six trees and a Chrysler Cordoba are given in return for the land of Oregon and Washington and where reservation basketball has replaced the Ghost Dance-storytelling helps sustain them.
In "Jesus Christ's Half-Brother is Alive and Well on the Spokane Indian Reservation," the narrator thinks of the Pueblo Indians, how they "disappeared with food still cooking in the pot and air waiting to be breathed… There they were and suddenly they were forgotten for just a second and for just a second nobody thought about them and then they were gone." For all their darkness and despair, the stories of The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven make it impossible to forget the Indians of the Spokane Reservation. By writing about that reality so powerfully, Alexie helps to keep it alive. Trying to start his car on a winter morning, the narrator of "Family Portrait" reflects: "Years ago, these hands might have held the spear that held the salmon that held the dream of the tribe. Years ago, these hands might have touched the hands of the darkskinned men who touched medicine and the magic of ordinary gods. Now, I put my hand to gearshift, my heart to the cold wind" [p. 196] . What does this passage suggest about the transformation of Indian life in the modern world? What have Native Americans lost? What have they been given in return? In "An Indian Education," Junior overhears bulimic girls in the bathroom and says, "Give me your lunch if you're just going to throw it up." He thinks of his own family eating canned beef "that even the dogs wouldn't eat" and concludes that "There is more than one way to starve" [p. 177] 
Critical Questions

